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This paper would examine how people in Hong Kong perceive the correlation between 
educational inequality and social mobility, using public opinion as the major research 
approach. An opinion survey is conducted to obtain the overall attitude towards 
educational inequality and social mobility, followed by comparisons on the social 
issues using official statistics and figures as published by the government and academia. 
The paper would compare the differences between how the general public perceive the 
issue of educational inequality and social mobility as reflected in the opinion survey, 
and the reality of the issues as presented by official data. 
Keywords: Educational attainment, educational inequality, public opinion, social 
mobility, opinion survey, perception and reality 
  
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? SZETO Wing Tung 
Page 3 
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? A Comparison on How People Perceive 
Educational Inequality and Social Mobility in Hong Kong 
INTRODUCTION 
The phrase attributed to Sir Francis Bacon “Scientia potentia est” (“Knowledge is 
power”) suggests the huge significance of education in influencing the human society. 
The ultimate goal of education is to enhance human capital and social mobility, despite 
the individual differences in gender, race, and family background. It is also a basic 
human right to have equal access to education, in order to acquire individual 
productivity and ability to rise above poverty (Thomas, Wang and Fan 2001). More 
importantly, education is a key catalyst for overall individual, community and national 
development (Holsinger and Jacob 2008; Hout 2012). There is a general impression 
that people could obtain upward social mobility through education: Being as a 
knowledge-based economy, Hong Kong has an increasing demand for highly skilled 
and educated labour, in order to provide sufficient human resources for future societal 
development. OECD (2016) figures also show that on average, adults who attained 
masters or above degrees could earn almost two times of those who attained upper 
secondary education, and those attained bachelor’s degree could earn 48% more. 
Nevertheless, “the opportunity to pursue an advanced education is profoundly and 
persistently unequal.” (Hout 2012:390) The presence of educational inequality in 
current society implies that there is a huge contradiction between the ideal goal and the 
reality of education: Education does not help to achieve social mobility and equality; in 
contrast, education further worsens the issue of social inequality. The book Low-Income 
Students and the Perpetuation of Inequality: Higher Education in America as written 
by Gary A. Berg (2010) indicates that educational inequality has become a general 
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perception across the United States: Students coming from more socially advantaged 
families will be more likely to be admitted into college, when they are compared with 
the less advantaged counterparts. The phenomenon of education expansion also 
suggests that education itself does not affect the relative status of the social classes in 
receiving educational opportunities among the social hierarchy: The elites at society 
would be able to dominate their status quo by getting more education than the general 
public (Walter 2000; Hannum and Buchmann 2003). 
There had been several studies regarding social inequality and social mobility 
conducted, based on Hong Kong context: Chan, Lui and Wong (1995) constructed a 
comparative analysis of social mobility in Hong Kong, using the Comparative Analysis 
of Social Mobility in Industrial Nations (CASMIN) model as the major analytic 
approach. Besides, Wu (2009) implemented an extensive social survey in Hong Kong, 
investigated the situation of inequality and social mobility through various social topics, 
including intergenerational and occupational mobility. These studies summarised the 
current situation of social inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong; however, they 
did not cover how these issues are experienced and perceived by the members of public. 
It is important to include the public perception during the evaluation of social policies: 
Since the general public is the major recipient under the effect of public policies, their 
perceptions toward policies would largely influence their decisions towards political 
participation, which can be regarded as the source of democracy (Page, Shapiro and 
Dempsey 1987; Scheufele and Eveland Jr 2001). 
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the relationship between educational 
inequality and social mobility, using higher education in Hong Kong as the major 
perspective of study. The main question of the research project is to explore if there is 
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a difference between the general public’s perception and the reality of education 
inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong. This will be done through comparisons 
on opinion survey items with official statistics and figures, including policy statements 
and research reports, published by government officials and academia. The project aims 
to provide insights on evaluating the higher education policies in Hong Kong, in terms 
of enhancing equality of educational opportunity, as well as promoting social mobility 
among the younger generations. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The Concept of Educational Inequality and Social Mobility. 
Educational inequality can be generally defined as the unequal distribution of 
educational opportunities within a society. The concept can be regarded as inequality 
of opportunity since education consists of a liberal goal, which that an individual could 
have an opportunity to obtain upward social mobility (Breen and Jonsson 2005). 
American philosopher Peter Westen raised the discussion on the concept of equality of 
opportunity, which outlines an opportunity is a three-way relationship between a person, 
some obstacles, and the desired goal. The equality of opportunity could be achieved 
when the agents have a chance to attain a specified goal(s) without the hindrance of 
some obstacle(s) (McCoy Family Center for Ethics in Society 2017). To further extend 
the concept of equality of opportunity to the field of education, American sociologist 
James S. Coleman (1968) identified five types of inequality in his writing The Concept 
of Equality of Educational Opportunity, which includes (1) differences in the 
communities’ inputs to the school; (2) racial composition of the school; (3) various 
intangible characteristics of the school; (4) consequences of the school for individuals 
with equal backgrounds and abilities; and (5) consequences of the school for individuals 
of unequal backgrounds and abilities. 
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In order to evaluate the issue of educational inequality in a quantifiable manner, 
researchers mainly use relative measurements, such as the Gini coefficients of 
education, to measure the distribution and the relative inequality of education. It is 
similar to the Gini coefficients which are renowned for measuring the distributions of 
income and wealth within a society, with the coefficient ranges from 0 with perfect 
equality, to 1 with perfect inequality (Thomas et al. 2001; Holsinger and Jacob 2008). 
The odds ratio is another measure of educational inequality that is adopted by the 
international governmental organisations, for example OECD (2015), comparing the 
relative likelihood of individuals attaining a higher education degree, between their 
parents who attained upper secondary or higher education; and parents who only 
attained below upper secondary education. 
There is a huge significance to review the current issue of educational inequality and 
social mobility in Hong Kong because the concepts of poverty and inequality are 
inseparable. The issue of inequality as found in the higher education sector is an 
important social issue because they could be the symptoms of deeper social problems, 
including income inequality: A research conducted by OECD (2012) concluded that 
income inequality was strongly correlated with the earnings mobility, an economic 
measurement of social mobility, among the next generations within a country. The 
essential function of education is to accumulate human capital, indicating the ability 
and efficiency of people to transform raw materials into goods and services, and these 
skills can be accumulated through the educational system and on-job training. In the 
long run, accumulation of human capital fosters economic growth by improving labour 
productivity, facilitating technological innovations, raising returns to capital; making 
economic growth more sustainable, which consecutively supports poverty reduction 
(Son 2010). Vere (2010) identified that education as a crucial determinant of upward 
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earnings mobility, which is an indicator showing changes in individual income and 
his/her social classes, particularly at the young ages. In addition, education is a 
significant agent in defending against downward earnings mobility. To further explain 
the correlation between income inequality and social mobility, there is a model named 
as the Great Gatsby Curve, suggesting countries with higher levels of income inequality 
would result in lower intergenerational mobility (Corak 2013): In a cross-country 
analysis, countries having lowest income inequalities, including Finland, Norway and 
Denmark, there will be the weakest tie between parental economic status and the adult 
earnings of their children; while countries having highest income inequalities, including 
Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States, there will be around 50% of 
probability that any economic advantages or disadvantages would be passed on from 
parents to their children. In other words, a high level of income inequality may hinder 
the next generation’s income prospects and the opportunity for upward social mobility. 
As human capital plays a critical role in poverty reduction, it is important for institutions 
and policy makers to secure the distribution of opportunities, in order to maintain long-
term human development (Thomas and Wang 2008). 
The concept of social mobility, also known as social fluidity or exchange mobility, 
generally refers to “the movement of individuals and groups within or between the 
social hierarchy, causing changes in the association of socioeconomic origins and 
destinations, which is independent of shifts in the occupational structure” (Pfeffer and 
Hertel 2015). Sorokin (1959:15) pointed out that “any organised social group whatever, 
once it is organised, is inevitably stratified to some degree,” suggesting the issue of 
social stratification and social inequality are unavoidable issues within a society. 
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The effect of social backgrounds and family origins is highly emphasised in the 
discussion of the difference in individual’s educational attainment. To study the issue 
of inequality of educational opportunity, Mare (1981:73) developed the educational 
transitions model, debating the educational inequality can be implemented by two 
aspects of stratification process, including the dispersion of the formal schooling 
distribution; and the extent to which, for a given degree of dispersion of the formal 
schooling distribution, some socio-demographic groups are allocated more than their 
counterparts. American sociologist Samuel R. Lucas (2001) also conducted a research 
regarding educational transitions and track mobility, suggesting there is a positive 
correlation between education transition and social background effect. He pointed out 
that the difference of social backgrounds in affecting education transitions of an 
individual can be further elaborated by the concept of Maximally Maintained Inequality 
(MMI): The MMI hypothesis can be a tool to illustrate the cross-cohort variation in the 
social background (also known as social origin) effects, emphasising the adolescents’ 
level of independence are based on the socio-political context, as well as the eventual 
social support with respect to a particular level of education. The hypothesis also holds 
that expansion of education levels reduce inequality of social class regarding the 
possibility of attainment only if the advantaged social class reached saturation (i.e. 
universal attendance) of that level (Haim and Shavit 2013). Since the privileged social 
groups profit from the educational expansion at higher rates than the mass population, 
massive educational expansion does not certainly solve the issue of educational 
inequality (Pfeffer and Hertel 2015).  
Lucas (2001) had also proposed another concept of Effectively Maintained Inequality 
(EMI), proposing socioeconomically advantaged individuals would secure for 
themselves and their next generation some extent of advantage wherever advantages 
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are commonly possible: When a particular level of education becomes very common to 
attain within a society, the middle-class parents would seek ways to remain their 
children’s advantages within the same levels of education; and sending them to the 
academic tracks, rather than receiving vocational training (Van de Werfhorst and 
Luijkx 2010). The hypothesis proposed by Lucas (2001) also concluded how social 
background affects an individual’s education transitions in a minimum of two ways: 
Firstly, the social background would decide who completes a level of education, if the 
level of completion in not nearly universal. Secondly, the social background would 
decide which kind of education the individual would receive within the levels of 
education that are nearly universal. 
Middle-class parents appear to be proactive both as individuals and as a class, 
maintaining tracking in general and securing for their children the best positions within 
the track structure of the school. In addition, there is an assumption made by the policy 
makers and the society that high-ability students would benefit more from education 
when compared with the students who struggle in terms of ability (Hout 2012). Triventi 
(2013) had summarised that numerous research conducted in the United States had 
found out that there is a positive effect between the socioeconomic background of 
individuals and their probabilities of entering into selective and prestigious universities, 
even if the ability is controlled. Bowles and Gintis (2011) concluded that educational 
attainments are strongly correlated with the family socioeconomic background, even 
for people with similar IQs. In discussion on the effect of educational expansion, Blau 
and Duncan (1967) indicated socioeconomic origin (such as the parent’s social class) 
poses both direct consequences on the socioeconomic destination (such as the 
children’s social class), and indirect consequences through the next generation’s 
educational attainment. With reference to previous research, Breen and Jonsson (2005) 
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summarised that the family of origin, including parental socioeconomic status and 
education, cultural assets, social networks are associated with educational outcomes. 
The family of origin is an important agent in influencing the school performance of an 
individual, as well as his own educational aspirations. The fundamental resource 
choices have affected the origin’s socialisation and educational choice, which could be 
further explained by rational choice models regarding educational decision making. 
Pfeffel (2007) summarised the correlation between social background and educational 
inequality into three perspectives, which consist of an organizational perspective, 
highlighting the significance of parent’s knowledge regarding the organisation of 
schooling; a resource perspective, suggesting the impact of educational resources 
available at home; and a rational choice perspective, which the chances and costs 
regarding education can be observed. 
Education Viewed in Functional and Conflict Perspectives. 
When discussing the issue of educational inequality, it is important to review the 
theoretical approaches regarding how sociologists comprehend the issue. There are two 
major schools of thought with respect to the sociology of education, which they can be 
referred to functionalism and conflict theory respectively (Bulle 2008; Sadovnik 2011). 
Pfeffel (2012) featured two significant functions of education systems, which includes 
equipping individuals with knowledge that enables them to participate in social, 
economic, and political life (Durkheim 1922); and to grant individuals access to 
valuable credentials and opportunities for social mobility, despite of their socio-
economic backgrounds (Coleman 1968). Functionalist sociologists emphasise the 
processes that could maintain the social order through accentuating consensus and 
agreement, which can be traced back to the general sociological theory as proposed by 
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Emile Durkheim. The functionalist theory of education suggests that education is a 
crucial function in integration and socialisation, in order to maintain and develop a 
modern and democratic society. (Bulle 2008; Sadovnik 2011). Education provides 
intergenerational social mobility by providing opportunities to those with 
disadvantaged social backgrounds in order to compete with those having privileged 
social backgrounds (Brown 2013). From the economic perspective, the society has 
invested a huge amount of public expenditure into education institutions and 
individuals, which the society can enjoy the benefit of having an educated population, 
which can be regarded as the social return to education. Apart from the monetary return, 
there is also a subjective social return suggesting the importance of education in 
reducing prejudice and intolerance, thus increasing support for civil liberties (Hout 
2012). The application of the technical-function theory may also be seen as an 
explanation regarding the importance of education in current society (Collins 1971; 
Sadovnik 2011). There is a set of basic propositions raised during the discussion of 
functions of education: (1) In the industrialised society, the educational requirements 
of the occupations increase because (a) the proportion of occupations requiring low 
skill decreases, while the proportion of occupations requiring high skills increases; and 
(b) same jobs are upgraded in terms of skill requirements. (2) Formal education 
provides training which is necessary for highly skilled jobs, either in specific skills or 
in transferable skills. As a result, the educational requirement for employment would 
keep increasing, thus there would be increasing proportion of population spending more 
years for receiving education.  
When evaluating the purpose of education, the conflict theory could be employed as 
another sociological school of thought, with its signature intellectual representatives 
Karl Marx and Max Weber arguing the conflicts among differents social classes. The 
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Marxist theory suggests industrialisation and urbanisation had generated a new social 
class as the proletariats, which they were deprived of poverty and limited opportunities 
for social mobility, becoming the underprivileged group under the structured societies. 
The social class system has differentiated the social goods, for example income and 
opportunity for social mobility, which may result in imbalanced resource distribution. 
The inevitable class struggle for advantage between bourgeoisies and proletariats can 
be regarded as the origin of social inequality (Collins 1971; Sadovnik 2011). Max 
Weber had further modified the Marxist theory, as he believed what caused social 
inequality was more than structured hierarchy and belief systems; instead, status 
cultures and class position were the crucial factors in causing inequality. The culture 
regarding social status would remind people to identify their own social groups by what 
they consume, as well as with whom they socialise. The social groups would also tend 
to occupy different occupations within organisations, and the occupants would struggle 
over power (Collins 1971; Sadovnik 2011). The importance of education in the social 
conflict theory is to act as a mechanism of occupational placement: The schools provide 
either training for the meritocratic culture, or respect for the culture. The employers use 
education to select individuals showing the attributes for dominant status culture at 
society (Collins 1971). 
Current Issues in Higher Education in Hong Kong. 
Living in a knowledge-based economy, it is undoubted that Hong Kong would place a 
high emphasis on an individual’s educational attainment when evaluating an 
individual’s career success. This social phenomenon is line with the contemporary 
school of social conflict theory, debating the emergence of credentialism, meritocracy 
and educational expansion as the best evidence for social class struggle among the 
socially disadvantaged groups. The conflict school argues that education should 
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increase its mediating share regarding the correlation between socioeconomic origins 
and destinations, which could be further explained by the phenomenon which socially 
advantaged families secure the privileged social positions for their next generation, 
through monopolisation of educational credentials; and the strengthening beliefs on 
using merits to allocate the rewards within society (Breen and Karlson 2014). 
Credentialism and college wage premium. Academic credentials were supposed to 
communicate the difference on education-based meritocracy to employers, with respect 
to the prospective candidates or employees’ social background, gender and race (Brown 
2013). American economist Michael Spence (1973) imposed a job market signalling 
model, which outlines employers would prefer educational attainment as a screening 
device, in order to filter the potential employees with reference to the individuals’ 
productive capacities in labour market, among a pool of applicants. Human capital can 
be adapted as a signal to employers regarding the abilities and accumulated knowledge 
of an individual, as well as the personal attributes that are frequently desired by the 
employers. The signalling model can increase the profit of the firm because education 
could filter observable attributes among a large pool of applicants (Pfeffer and Hertel 
2015). However, the current situation among job market causes a changing value of 
academic credentials, which the phenomenon is better known as credentialism. 
American sociologist Randall Collins (1971) debates that current educational 
credentials, for example college diplomas, are simply primary status symbols, instead 
of a series of documentation describing individual’s actual achievement (Sadovnik 
2011): The employers would place emphasis on competency-based recruitment, which 
is a combination of hard skills (such as educational attainment, work experience and 
major achievements) and soft skills (such as personality, leadership skills). Under the 
signalling model, more socially advantaged individuals would be more easily to get 
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their desirable occupations than the less advantaged counterparts, using advantages 
raised from their socioeconomic backgrounds, for instance family origins, to study in 
the socially prestigious educational institutions. This would cause inequality among 
social classes because there are differentials in gaining the opportunity to access to the 
high-quality education, the chances of upward social mobility would therefore be 
affected. Furthermore, there is evidence showing that higher educational attainment 
would lead to a strong positive effect when discussing the future economic earnings of 
an individual: At the United States, the income of university degree holders has 
significantly exceeded the income of high school’s graduates and people who dropped 
out from college. The ratio of median hourly wage between these two groups of people 
can be regarded as college wage premium (James 2012). In addition, the least-educated 
prime-age workers were almost four times more likely than college graduates to be 
unemployed during the Recession (Hout 2012). These economic advantages may sound 
attractive to parents when they are deciding their children’s future with the return on 
educational investments. 
Meritocracy and education. The rise of credentialism is closely related to the concept 
of meritocracy, which is an important value defined by modern meritocratic societies. 
This notable concept was raised by British sociologist Michael Young in his writing 
The Rise of the Meritocracy, claiming meritocracy as the origin of social inequality 
(Allen 2011). The concept implies talent and hard work, rather than accidents of birth, 
determine the allocation of individuals into different positions at the society (Sadovnik 
2011). One of the goals of education-based meritocracy is to generate a competition 
within arenas that are purposely built, including schools, colleges, and universities, as 
the social differences would be eliminated in order to expose the individual’s inborn 
characteristics and abilities. In consequence, the socially less advantaged individuals 
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would then become more difficult to compete for an opportunity to mobilise themselves 
along the social hierarchy (Brown 2013). As what Young (1958:85) mentioned in his 
writing, “Educational injustice enabled people to preserve their illusions, inequality of 
opportunity fostered the myth of human equality”. It is paradoxical that educational 
inequality, as raised by meritocratic societies, would further weaken the ideal goal of 
achieving equality in human society. 
Education expansion and social inequality. The phenomenon of education expansion 
refers to the increase of educational opportunity, including an increase in the overall 
size of the educational system (i.e. school expansion), as well as changes in the rules 
by which educational opportunities are allocated (i.e. school reform) (Hannum and 
Buchmann 2003). Under the influence of globalisation and market neo-liberalism, the 
higher education policies in Hong Kong have undergone several structural changes, for 
instance education expansion (Mok 2003; Lee 2014). Statistical findings from OECD 
(2016) have summarised the considerable effect of global education expansion: The 
current territory educated population takes up 42% among the overall working age (25-
34 years old) population, across the OECD countries’ average. In the policy makers’ 
perspective, there is a huge significance in expanding educational opportunities because 
it could respond to the demand of highly skilled labour from globalisation and the 
changing labour market structure, which could enhance the quality of the labour force 
and encourage economic growth of society (Haim and Shavit 2013; Mok and Wu 2016). 
Klein (2016) summarised that over the course of education expansion, the effect of class 
of origin differences in individual’s educational attainment had diminished over time. 
The link between educational attainment and occupational prestige was also weakened. 
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In the study of social stratification, the educational expansion itself would not affect the 
relative position of the social class along the social strata; however, the critical reason 
why education expansion causes educational inequality is due to the socioeconomic 
background, particularly the family background of individuals (Hannum and 
Buchmann 2003; Zhong 2013). Zhong (2013) argued that education expansion would 
lead to over-educated population, which may exceed the demand for educated labour 
at society. The social connections of parents would then be influential to determine 
which individual may get the desirable jobs with fewer difficulties. As a result, the less 
advantaged individuals would have fewer opportunity to obtain a desirable job, the 
intergenerational mobility would therefore be negatively affected. 
It is important for us to have a better understanding towards the issues of educational 
inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong, in order to improve the current institutions 
and system in the society. This would lead to the advancement of intergenerational 
social mobility, and the diminishment of social inequality in the future. 
With reference to the previous study of literature, the hypotheses of the entire research 
project are proposed as follows: 
Hypothesis 1. More than 50% of Hong Kong people perceive that higher educational 
attainment would lead to upward social mobility in Hong Kong; 
Hypothesis 2. More than 50% of Hong Kong people perceive that there is presence of 
educational inequality in Hong Kong; and 
Hypothesis 3. There is a difference between people’s perception and the reality 
regarding the issues of educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong. 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
Research in a Public Opinion Approach. 
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The research project would be implemented in a public opinion perspective, in order to 
comprehend how people in Hong Kong perceive the correlation between educational 
inequality and social mobility. It is important for us to learn how the public perceive 
the issue because the previous literature on public opinion has revealed that there is a 
deviation between the perception of public policies among the members of the public 
and the reality as found in the society. The British market research agency Ipsos MORI 
(2016) conducted an annual Ipsos Perils of Perception Survey across 40 countries, and 
the survey results demonstrated a “perception gap”, referring to the presence of 
deviances between how the general public perceive the crucial social and global issues, 
for example religion and homosexuality, and the actual data as obtained from the 
international social statistics and survey database. The results provide an insight 
regarding the evaluation of the effectiveness of social policies, by comparing the 
perception as presented by public attitudes towards the social issues, and the reality as 
presented by official statistics and figures. 
In fact, public opinion does not reflect the overall opinion of the mass of individuals: 
What public opinion really means is the formation of preferences by circulating 
agreement/ disagreement over the collective courses of action, with the societal level 
of discussion (Blumer 1946). In addition, Page, Shapiro and Dempsey (1987) 
summarised that public opinion poses a proximal substantial impact on the policy-
making of the United States. Lebo and Cassino (2007) also concluded that public 
opinion can be biased with the effect of three mechanisms, including selective exposure, 
selective processing or judgement, as well as selective perception. 
Mass media can be regarded as the major source of information on the collective and 
political preferences among the large-scale societies, which is the most significant agent 
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in influencing public opinion (Nir 2011). Scheufele and Eveland Jr (2001) also claimed 
that the perceptions of opinion climate as presented by the media not only influence the 
interpersonal and exchange of opinion, it even affects the individuals’ willingness to 
participate in political activities. It is important for researchers to recognise both the 
advantages and disadvantages of public opinion, before studying a social issue with the 
public opinion perspective. 
Education, being as an important societal institution, could be closely correlated to the 
political economy and the welfare of a state. More importantly, public support is 
essential to construct democratic organisations and institutions in the society (Fladmoe 
2012). This is the reason why we have to study the issue of education inequality and 
social mobility in a public opinion approach. 
Research in a Quantitative Approach. 
Quantitative methods, including conducting public opinion surveys, and reviewing 
statistics and figures, would be adopted for the research project to comprehend how 
people in Hong Kong perceive the issue of educational inequality, educational 
attainment and social mobility. The quantitative study of public opinion allows us to 
understand the abstract perception regarding education inequality among the society 
systematically: By comparing the statistical figures as obtained from social surveys and 
official statistics, we would be able to draw an overall picture of people’s attitudes 
toward educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong. In contrast, qualitative 
methods, including in-depth interviews and longitudinal studies, are not recommended 
in this research project because qualitative data obtained would be more applicable for 
an in-depth, specific analysis towards a social issue. The method would also require a 
small but significant sample, which the samples being selected should be highly 
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? SZETO Wing Tung 
Page 19 
representative towards their own social groups. The complexity of selecting a 
representative sample from the population would be increased. The qualitative 
approach is less feasible for the current research project, which aims at investigating 
the general opinion towards a social issue. 
Research Framework. 
The entire research procedure was implemented throughout the academic year 2016 – 
2017, which the fall semester consisted of constructing the research proposal, including 
defining the research question, reviewing previous literature, and outlining the research 
design; while the spring semester was the stage of data collection, including conducting 
public opinion survey, as well as comparing the official figures. The research project 
consisted of quantitative data obtained from both primary and secondary sources: In 
terms of the primary source of data, a public opinion survey was conducted to 
investigate how people in Hong Kong comprehend the correlation between educational 
inequality, educational attainment and social mobility. The method of conducting a 
quantitative opinion survey would be an effective measure to study the overall opinion 
among the target population, within the limited time span. In terms of the secondary 
source of data, the project referred to official statistics and figures published by the 
government and research institutions, to outline the reality of educational inequality 
and social mobility under Hong Kong context. 
In order to obtain a sufficient and significant sample for the opinion survey, the 
proposed sample size of the current research would be n = 60, with convenience 
sampling as the primary sampling method. The survey respondents would mainly be 
acquired by the referrals from the researcher, as a matter of feasibility. This sampling 
method could be regarded as non-probability sampling since the probability for a 
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? SZETO Wing Tung 
Page 20 
sample selected from the target population was not known and cannot be calculated. 
Probability sampling methods, for instance stratified sampling and clustered sampling, 
were not adopted for the current research because of practical considerations, which 
there were insufficient time and manpower to implement the entire data collection by 
visiting each of the survey respondents individually. The non-response rate among the 
potential survey sample may also be increased. As a result, the non-biased property of 
probability sampling methods had to be compromised in this research project. In 
addition, the current survey would not include any survey experimental factors, such as 
list experiment and question/ answer order effects, because the current research focus 
would be acquiring the overall opinion from the respondents, instead of investigating 
the variations of public opinion with different survey design. 
The target respondents of the opinion survey would be Hong Kong permanent residents 
with at least 18 years of age, who is a fluent user of English language. The reason why 
these factors of the survey sample were controlled is to ensure the survey respondents 
having sufficient knowledge towards the current higher education system and the issues 
related to educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong, such that valid 
responses could be obtained from the respondents. The non-response rate of the opinion 
survey could also be lowered. In order to acquire the general picture of how the public 
perceive the issue of educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong, the 
current sampling population would not be limited to students who are currently 
studying at Lingnan University; instead, students who are studying at other higher 
education institutions in Hong Kong could be the survey sample of current research as 
well. In addition, the factor of respondent’s educational attainment would not be 
controlled in the survey, in order to investigate if there is an association between the 
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respondents’ educational attainment and their attitudes toward educational inequality 
and social mobility in Hong Kong. 
In order to design the most feasible public opinion survey for the research project, 
previous public opinion items regarding educational attainment, educational inequality 
and social mobility which were conducted in other social contexts, had been employed 
and modified into the Hong Kong scenario. Regarding the issues of educational 
inequality and social mobility, there are various extensive social surveys been 
conducted internationally, which could be applied to the current design of opinion 
survey. The Equality of Educational Opportunity Study (EEOS), also known as the 
Coleman Study, is the pioneer study conducted in the United States, examining the 
equal educational opportunities of children, regardless of their races, colours, religions, 
and national origins (Coleman 1966). One concrete opinion survey example that is 
applicable to the current survey design is Public Attitudes on Higher Education 
(Immerwahr 2004), an American public opinion survey conducted by Public Agenda 
during years 1993, 1998, 2000 and 2003. The survey aimed to obtain a general picture 
of the citizens’ expectations toward higher education, which the survey results were 
submitted to the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education for further 
policy evaluations. The survey questions include the importance of gaining higher 
education, the issue of gaining access to higher education, and the differences in higher 
education opportunities among social classes. Furthermore, Pew Research Center (2011) 
had conducted Higher Education Survey to investigate the American attitudes toward 
higher education, and to explore if the general public believes it is worth to pursue a 
college education. Additionally, international social surveys such as European Social 
Survey and International Social Survey Programme are examples that could be utilized 
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into the current survey, such that the respondents’ attitudes on educational issues could 
be acquired with precise and unbiased question wordings. 
The survey would be programmed and distributed by Qualtrics system, an online survey 
platform supporting the creation and distribution of scientific and systematic opinion 
surveys. Subsequently, data obtained from the opinion survey would be analysed by 
various statistical tests with quantitative data analysis software package SPSS Statistics, 
so as to investigate the perception of educational inequality among the survey 
respondents. A comprehensive discussion on the survey findings, together with the 
comparison on the overview of educational inequality and social mobility in Hong 
Kong, will be constructed correspondingly. 
The Design of Opinion Survey. 
The opinion survey consists a total of 24 questions, which begins with introductory 
questions by asking the respondent’s most aware social issues in Hong Kong, as well 
as the educational attainment of the respondent and his/her parents. At the beginning of 
the survey, the respondents would be asked questions related to the most aware social 
issues, in order to investigate their opinion regarding the importance of education 
policies in solving social problems. Furthermore, unlike ordinary opinion surveys, 
questions related to the respondent’s educational attainment are not placed at the section 
of demographic information because educational attainment is one of the crucial 
variables as examined by the current research. With reference to the previous literature 
review, the family background can be considered as the most important factor in 
affecting an individual’s educational attainment. As a result, the related questions 
would be asked at the beginning of the survey, in order to make the respondents familiar 
with the forthcoming questions at the survey. 
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The respondents would then be asked questions regarding their attitudes towards 
educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong. There are several questions 
which are directly adopted from the international social surveys, in order to contrast the 
differences across different sample populations. Lastly, the respondents would be asked 
about their demographics. The complete set of the survey instrument used in the 
research project, including sources of the questions, is attached at the appendix of the 
paper for reference. 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
The actual fielding of opinion survey was conducted in mid-March 2017, with the total 
of 69 valid responses (i.e. n = 69) obtained from the survey. There were 10 male 
respondents and 59 female respondents completed the survey respectively. In addition, 
a majority (95.65%) of survey respondents aged between 18 and 24. When the 
respondents were asked to self-define their own social class in the survey, over half of 
the respondents (52.17%) defined themselves as lower-middle class, followed by lower 
class (24.64%) and middle class (20.29%). 
In the following sections, there will be further comparisons regarding the perception 
and reality, regarding issues of educational inequality and social mobility in Hong Kong: 
Effects of Family Background on Social Mobility. 
Data from the previous research show that there is a huge significance of family 
background affecting the educational opportunity, as well as opportunities for social 
mobility among the individuals. The effect of family background can be further divided 
into the discussion of family income and familial educational attainment: In terms of 
family income, a study conducted by the Hong Kong Institute of Education (2013) 
revealed that the university enrollment rate of young people who aged 19 and 20 living 
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? SZETO Wing Tung 
Page 24 
at the top 10% richest families (48.2%) is 3.7 times of those living under the poverty 
line (13%) This ratio of university enrollment rate between the rich and poor families 
had been enlarged in 20 years’ time, which the ratio in the year 1991 was 1.2 times 
(Table 1). This implies that individuals coming from upper social class would enjoy a 
higher opportunity to enrol in universities. In terms of familial educational attainment, 
Vere (2010) concluded that the parent’s educational attainment demonstrates a positive 
association with the children’s educational attainment, despite the children’s gender 
(Table 2). Children coming from families with parent’s educational attainment as 
primary or secondary education, they will be more likely to attain secondary education 
as their highest level of education; for those with parent’s educational attainment as 
post-secondary and tertiary education, the children will be more likely to attain tertiary 
education as their highest level of education. 
The results of the opinion survey show a similar trend with the real-world data in the 
discussion of the effect family background on educational attainment. In terms of 
family income, 27.54% of respondents indicated their monthly household income 
(before tax) was below HK$10,000. In terms of familial educational attainment, the 
respondents were asked with questions regarding the educational attainment of 
themselves (Question 3), as well as their parents (Question 4). 89.86% of the 
respondents had attained/ would be recently attained a university degree, while most of 
the respondent’s parents (Father: 34.78%/ Mother: 39.71%) had attained upper 
secondary education as their educational attainment. In addition, nonparametric 
statistical test Kendall's tau_b correlation has been conducted to examine the 
association between the respondent’s educational attainment and their parents’ 
educational attainment: There was weak positive correlation between the educational 
attainment of the respondent’s father and the respondent’s own educational attainment 
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(τb = .046, p = .666). It was also weakly positively correlated between the educational 
attainment of the respondent’s mother and the respondent’s own educational attainment  
(τb = .069, p = .533). Both correlations were statistically insignificant due to the small 
sample size from the opinion survey. 
Effects of Educational Attainment on Social Mobility. 
In order to investigate the effect of educational attainment towards social mobility, we 
would compare the earnings mobility of an individual, using educational attainment as 
the independent variable. With reference to the figures published by Census and 
Statistics Department (2017), people who attained tertiary education as their highest 
level of education, their median monthly income would increase by HK$10,200 when 
compared with those who attained secondary education as their highest level of 
education (Table 3). Furthermore, according to the 2015 Study on Earnings Mobility, 
university graduates, including first-degree graduates and postgraduates, enjoyed a 
significant increase in cohort earnings mobility than other sub-degree graduates in 
Hong Kong. The median of a first degree graduate in year 2001/02 would experience 
an upward earning mobility by 8 income categories between the first and eleventh full 
year after graduation (i.e. between 2003/04 and 2013/14) (Figure 4). In other words, 
the median earnings of the graduate would reach the top 20% of the income distribution 
by 2013/14, after a decade of his/her graduation from university. 
Referring to the survey findings, the survey respondents also hold the similar perception 
that higher educational attainment could enhance their social mobility in Hong Kong. 
55.07% of the respondents indicated that getting a university education today is more 
important compared to 10 years ago (Question 10). There was 44.93% of respondents 
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agree/ strongly agree with the statement “In Hong Kong nowadays, education is the 
best way to achieve social mobility” (Question 18-4). 
While evaluating the importance of university education towards future career success, 
65.22% of respondents believed that there are many ways to succeed in today’s work 
world, without a university education (Question 13). 86.96% of respondents indicated 
that secondary school graduates should go on to university because in the long run they 
would have better job prospects (Question 14). 75.36% of respondents believed that 
university education is a good investment (Question 15). 
Investigation on Educational Inequality in Hong Kong. 
Hong Kong had experienced the rapid increase of post-secondary educational 
opportunities: Between academic years 2000/01 and 2009/10, there was an increase of 
3,580 full-time degree places, as well as 26,388 full-time sub-degree places (University 
Grants Committee 2010; Legislative Council 2015). With reference to 2011 Population 
Census, there was 23.8% of Hong Kong population (aged 15 or over) completed post-
secondary education, which includes diploma, sub-degree and degree courses. There 
was a 10.4% increase when compared with figures as obtained from 2001 Census 
(Census and Statistics Department 2012). Despite the lowered entry barrier for the 
higher education, there are still not all people could afford to pay for the high cost of 
university education. With reference to figures from Student Finance Office (2017) 
(Table 4), among the total 75,845 students who are eligible for Financial Assistance 
Scheme for Post-Secondary Students in academic year 2016/17, there are only 24,784 
(32.7%) applications received and 19,733 (26.0%) applicants are paid with 
governmental assistance. 
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In terms of stratification among different educational institutions, it is obvious that there 
is a clear disparity in terms of the earnings mobility between various post-secondary 
educational attainment: Figure 5 demonstrates the variances of the average real 
earnings and the earnings mobility among the post-secondary education graduates 
(including postgraduates, first degree graduates, and sub-degree graduates) from 
publicly-funded UGC-funded institutions and non-UGC-funded institutions. After the 
first year of graduation, the average real earnings of the first degree graduates from 
publicly-funded education institutions increased by HK$50,000, compared with the 
earnings of sub-degree graduates from publicly-funded institutions. The gap between 
the first degree graduates and sub-degree graduates even enlarged to HK$150,000 after 
the sixth year since graduation. 
With reference the survey findings, while discussing the effect of educational expansion, 
81.16% of respondents indicated the chances of getting a university education became 
less difficult compared to 10 years ago (Question 11). In addition, 57.97% of the 
respondents believed that it is possible to reach a point where too many people have a 
university degree (Question 12). Regarding the reflection on equal educational 
opportunity, there was almost a tie between the respondents’ opinion on whether the 
vast majority of people who are qualified to go to university have the opportunity to do 
so (52.17%), and there are many people who don’t have the opportunity to go to 
university even if they are qualified to do so (47.83%) (Question 16). There were mixed 
feelings when the respondents were asked if they believe the phenomenon is a good 
thing for the society or not as well (Question 17). To further evaluate the respondent’s 
opinion towards educational inequality in Hong Kong, the respondents were required 
to indicate their levels of agreement/ disagreement towards three statements regarding 
the situation of educational inequality, and the results are as follows: 60.87% of 
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respondents indicated that they somewhat agree/ strongly agree that “In Hong Kong 
nowadays, students from the best secondary schools have a good chance to obtain a 
university education” (Question 18-1). 53.62% of respondents somewhat disagree/ 
strongly disagree that “In Hong Kong nowadays, people have the same chances to enter 
university, regardless of their gender, ethnicity or social background” (Question 18-2). 
53.62% of respondents also somewhat disagree/ strongly disagree with the statement 
“In Hong Kong nowadays, university costs in general are such that most people are able 
to afford to pay for a university education” (Question 18-3). 
Since there was a tie between the respondent’s perception towards equality of 
opportunity on receiving higher education in Hong Kong, during the initial stage of data 
collection, in order to better comprehend the how the general public perceives the issue, 
the research project extends the opinion question (Question 16) into a larger sample 
population in Hong Kong. The current data collection procedure was conducted by 
opinion survey research agency YouGov, with a sample of n = 1000 among the Hong 
Kong population. The original question regarding educational opportunity was 
translated into Traditional Chinese, with a new option of “Both equally” added into the 
question. In general, among the responses from the YouGov survey, there was 43.4% 
of respondents believed that vast majority of people who are qualified to go to 
university have the opportunity to do so, and 29.1% of respondents indicated there are 
many people who don’t have the opportunity to go to university even if they are 
qualified to do so. In addition, 27.5% of respondents indicated both scenarios regarding 
equality of educational opportunity were occurring equally. 
In addition, several crosstabulations were conducted to further examine the effect of 
various socioeconomic factors on the respondents’ attitudes towards equality of 
educational opportunity: Using the YouGov data, in terms of respondent’s educational 
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attainment, there were 50.5% respondents with upper secondary as their educational 
attainment believe that there are many people who didn’t have the opportunity to go to 
university even if they were qualified to do so. The situation was different from other 
categories of educational attainment, which most respondents from the same category 
believed the vast majority of people who were qualified to go to university had the 
opportunity to do so. While studying the effect of social class towards the respondent’s 
perception towards equality of opportunity using data from the original opinion survey, 
there was an impressive finding that 71.4% of respondents who indicated themselves 
as middle class believed there were many people who didn’t have the opportunity. The 
situation is in opposition to the respondents who categorised themselves as lower-
middle class (61.1%) and lower class (52.9%) and believed vast majority had the 
opportunity to receive university education. 
Attitudes toward Educational Institutions in Hong Kong. 
At the beginning of the survey, the respondents were asked questions related to their 
most aware social issues in Hong Kong (Question 1). The top three major social issues 
in Hong Kong that were selected by the respondents were Housing (37.68%), Political 
Participation (20.29%), and Education (11.59%). When the respondents were asked in 
what ways they believe the social issue can be solved (Question 2), most of them 
responded with answers including changes in the political system and implementation 
of policies. In other words, the respondents did not agree that education policies in 
Hong Kong could help solving the critical social issues as found in society. 
Besides, the respondents were asked to use the 5-point scale to indicate their opinion 
about the state of education in current Hong Kong (including issues of quality, access, 
and effectiveness) (Question 5), which 1 point as extremely bad and 5 points as 
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extremely good. The respondents were also asked to use the 5-point scale to indicate 
the level of confidence in schools and the educational system (Question 6), which 1 
point represents no confidence at all, and 5 points represent complete confidence. In 
summary, the survey respondents in general hold an average opinion towards the state 
of education in Hong Kong (M = 2.81, SD = 0.80), they also hold an average level of 
confidence towards schools and the educational system (M = 2.67, SD = 0.79). 
The respondents were then asked to rank the 8 UGC-funded/ public universities in Hong 
Kong with reference to their reputations in society (Question 7). The result is consistent 
with the general expectations, which The University of Hong Kong, The Chinese 
University of Hong Kong, and The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
are regarded as the top three universities among the public. There were 88.41% of 
respondents also indicated they strongly agree and somewhat agree there was the 
presence of clear hierarchy among the UGC-funded/ public universities in Hong Kong 
(Question 8). In addition, there was 66.67% of respondents strongly agree and 
somewhat agree that there is the presence of clear hierarchy among the post-secondary 
educational institutions in Hong Kong (Question 9). 
In the discussion of the overall impression towards educational institutions, 43.48% of 
respondents indicated they neither agree nor disagree with the statement “In Hong Kong 
nowadays, if education is more equally distributed, we would have fewer problems in 
society” (Question 18-5). 36.23% of survey respondents somewhat agree that “In Hong 
Kong nowadays, the issue of educational inequality is mainly caused by the educational 
system, rather than personal effort” (Question 18-6). In addition, 34.78% of 
respondents held mixed feelings when they were asked if they agree the current 
educational system in Hong Kong could support the future development of society 
(Question 19). 
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At the end of the opinion survey, the respondents were asked with the main purpose of 
the university. 57.97% of them indicated that the purpose of a university should be both 
equally in terms of helping an individual grow personally and intellectually, and 
teaching specific skills and knowledge that can be used in the workplace (Question 20). 
DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Discussion of research findings. Through comparing the perception and the reality 
regarding the issues of educational inequality and social mobility, it can be concluded 
that the perception as found in the opinion survey is generally consistent with the reality 
as presented in official statistics. The survey respondents in general agree that there is 
an inequality of opportunity in Hong Kong. Even if the education system in Hong Kong 
highly emphasises the massification of higher education, including lowering the entry 
barrier of post-secondary education institutions and providing more opportunities to the 
general public, the respondents still hold a perception that educational inequality in the 
society is not yet solved. 
The effect of the social background, particularly the family, does greatly influence the 
educational opportunity and the chances of upward social mobility among the next 
generation (Blau and Duncan 1967; Mare 1981; Pfeffel 2007; Berg 2010; Bowles and 
Gintis 2011). This is because the middle-class parents with higher family income and 
educational attainment would know how to best invest the resources into their children, 
ensuring that the investment into human capital would eventually result in a high return 
in education (Breen and Jonsson 2005; Van de Werfhorst and Luijkx 2010; Hout 2012). 
In addition, hypotheses of Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI) and Effectively 
Maintained Inequality (EMI) proposed by Lucas (2001) are evidence suggesting the 
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parents would ensure their children to maintain the advantage from the current social 
class, in terms of parenting styles and expectations on education outcomes. 
In terms of the correlation between educational attainment and social mobility, both 
perception and reality data demonstrate that there is a huge significance for individuals 
attaining better education credentials, in order to obtain better career perspective and 
upward social mobility in the future. From the economic perspective with cost-benefit 
analysis, attaining higher education would enable the individuals to increase their 
lifetime earnings (Brand and Xie 2010). Nevertheless, with reference to the survey 
results, there was an interesting contrast in evaluating the importance of university 
education towards future success: Majority of the survey respondents believed that 
there are many ways to succeed in today’s work world, without a university education. 
In contrast, most respondents also indicated that secondary school graduates should go 
on to university because in the long run they would have better job prospects. There is 
ambivalence found among the respondent’s impressions towards university education, 
showcasing the internal contradiction between various core values during the 
respondent’s formation of opinion (Alvarez and Brehm 2002): To speculate, even if 
attaining higher education is not a necessary condition for an individual to succeed in 
his/her career perspective, it is still important for the next generation to obtain sufficient 
educational credentials, to act as a safety net for their future career path. Nowadays, 
Hong Kong people believe educational credentials could become their economic 
advantage for upward social mobility, and they would consider making decisions 
related to educational issues based on the value of money. 
Based on the research findings, there is a general perception that there is inequality of 
educational opportunity in Hong Kong, even if the entry barrier for studying at the local 
public universities has been lowered with governmental efforts on the massification of 
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higher education (Mok 2003). In order to enter any university degree programmes in 
Hong Kong, all secondary school graduates have to attend a university entry 
examination, namely the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education Examination, 
and apply to their ideal programmes using the examination results. Students coming 
from the best secondary schools are generally having better socioeconomic background, 
which their parents are better educated and with higher income. The parents are more 
willing to invest in their children’s education by including extra training, particularly 
private tutoring, into the children’s education routine. Since the cost of private tutoring 
is not affordable for all, it may be beneficial mostly to the students with higher 
socioeconomic status to extend their privilege; in contrary, the socially less advantaged 
population, such as students from low-income households, will be suffering from the 
disadvantage (Bray 2011). The inequality of educational resources extends from 
secondary schools to higher education, which students coming from low-income 
families may not have the opportunity to attend universities, even if they are qualified 
by public examinations. The figures presented by Student Finance Office (2017) (Table 
4), we could speculate that students coming from low-income families may not able to 
discard the financial burden of higher education, even if there is social welfare available 
to support the disadvantaged students. Furthermore, the prevalence of social hierarchy 
among the educational institutions can be explained by the differentials of earnings 
based on the individuals’ educational attainment and the types of educational 
institutions (Vere 2010; Economic Analysis and Business Facilitation Unit 2016). As a 
result, issues related to educational inequality, for instance credentialism, meritocracy 
and hierarchy among the educational institutions, become more prevalent in the society 
with the unequal income distributions. 
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Finally, when evaluating the governmental efforts in solving educational inequality and 
promoting social mobility, there was a quite negative impression among the 
respondents towards the education institutions and system in Hong Kong. The 
phenomenon of higher education massification, brings both strengths and weaknesses 
to the society: While some societies could empower the socially disadvantaged groups 
to attain necessary skills and knowledge, in order to share the benefits of overall 
economic development, there are several societies found with strengthened issues of 
social inequality (Rauh, Kirchner and Kappe 2011). Jencks and Riesman (1968:154) 
also questioned the effectiveness of higher education system in terms of promoting 
upward social mobility: “It is clear that universal higher education and the academic 
revolution will not contribute to the emergence of an egalitarian, classless society in the 
same relatively clear-cut way that they contribute to the emergence of a non-sectarian, 
ethnically homogenized, nationally organized, and in some ways sexually 
undifferentiated one.”  There is a common belief across the Asia-Pacific societies that 
training more high quality labour by increasing higher education enrollment could 
improve the quality of the national population, and the competitiveness as raised by 
globalisation (Mok and Wu 2016). Paradoxically, the current demand in the labour 
market could not meet the rate of expansion from the supply of higher education sector: 
Figure 6 shows that the annual vacancies for higher-skilled occupations at the year 
2013 (21,876) are much fewer than lower-skilled occupations (55,301). While some 
university graduates enjoy the benefit of social mobility with the social connections 
from their parents, some of the university graduates suffer from the crowding-out effect, 
which they have to accept job offers that are intended for labour with lower educational 
attainment, or even remain unemployed (Zhong 2013; Mok and Wu 2016). The 
provisional figures published by Census and Statistics Department (2017) (Table 7) 
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also outlines the unemployment rate for persons who attained a university degree is 
2.5%, while the figures for educational attainment with diploma/certificate and sub-
degree are 4.0% and 4.3% respectively. The issue of uneven income distribution and 
limited job opportunities for university graduates, would further intensify as the 
obstacles to upward social mobility, result in the vicious cycle of social inequality. 
With reference to the comparative studies, Lee (2015) summarised that the effect of 
higher education on affecting social mobility are highly reliable on the willingness of 
the state to support the education sector, in terms of usage of public spending. Even 
though Hong Kong government is acknowledging the importance of education towards 
the future generation with its increasing investment in education (Census and Statistics 
Department 2015), it does not mean that the issues of educational inequality would then 
be resolved. In order to solve the issue of education inequality, the educational 
institutions in Hong Kong could make reference to the Nordic model of education 
(Antikainen 2006; Telhaug, Mediås and Aasen 2006), which the societies highly 
appreciates social equality, and their education system emphasises equity, participation 
and welfare state. The government could provide cheap and comprehensive mass 
education to their citizens, guaranteeing their citizens to have equal access to 
educational opportunity. To solve the issue of educational inequality and promote social 
mobility in Hong Kong, it is important for the government to reflect on the limitations 
of the current educational policies, and its role in terms of promoting social equality.  
Limitations of current studies. Even though the current research is thoroughly designed 
and prepared, there are still several limitations can be identified, regarding methods of 
data collection and the research approach: 
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Firstly, in terms of the data collection, since the opinion survey sample is recruited by 
convenience sampling, most of the survey respondents were obtained from relatives 
and their referrals to acquaintances. As the survey sample was obtained from a non-
probability sampling method, most of the survey respondents would be coming from 
the similar cohort and having similar levels of educational attainment. Respondents 
who are coming from another cohort with different levels of educational attainment, 
may not be reached by the current study. Furthermore, the small sample size of the 
current study may not be able to capture the overall opinion towards the social issue. 
As a result, the research project may have a sampling error and the survey sample is not 
representative in reflecting the overall opinion on educational inequality and social 
mobility of the entire survey population. Secondly, due to the small sample size at the 
current study, the effect of the family background, including family income and 
parent’s educational attainment, may not be statistically significant to associate with 
the respondent’s current educational attainment. Still, it is a significant finding 
reflecting how an individual would make decisions regarding their personal educational 
attainment, based on their experience with family. Thirdly, the language of opinion 
survey as used in the current study is in English. This is because there was a number of 
survey questions are directly extracted from the English originals of international social 
surveys, so as to preserve the accuracy of question wordings and to prevent any 
ambiguities among the respondents. The limited resources and the difficulty of 
translating an English survey into a Chinese survey became an important concern 
regarding the feasibility of the current research. This may ignore a significant 
proportion of potential survey respondents who only use Chinese for daily 
communications.  
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Apart from the opinion survey, there are also limitations found when the research aims 
to contrast the perception and reality regarding the issue of educational inequality and 
social mobility in Hong Kong. Since Hong Kong is a geographically small region, there 
are not much extensive social research projects regarding educational inequality and 
social mobility conducted based on Hong Kong population. In order to investigate the 
issues of educational inequality and social mobility, there were limited sources of data 
available for further evaluations. Most of the data used in the current research came 
from academic research projects and governmental statistics and figures, which they 
may be demonstrating specific areas of social inequality in Hong Kong, rather than the 
general picture of educational inequality and social mobility in the society. 
Implications for future research. To further study the correlation between educational 
inequality and social mobility, there are several research questions raised that could be 
raised into the future research opportunities. Firstly, there could be investigations 
regarding the effect of educational inequality on individual’s social mobility across 
different educational attainment. Qualitative research approaches such as case studies 
and interviews could be implemented across various groups of educational attainments, 
to examine the differences of individual’s experience regarding educational inequality 
and social mobility. For example, how will people interpret the concepts of educational 
inequality and social mobility, based on their own experience of receiving education? 
Will there be variances on the interpretation of educational inequality and social 
mobility, simply caused by the hierarchy of more/ less prestige educational institutions 
among the students? In addition, this research question could be further expanded to 
study the effect of social class and occupation toward individual’s experience of 
educational inequality. Secondly, further policy evaluations regarding higher education 
in Hong Kong could be conducted to analyse the effectiveness of government in solving 
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educational inequality. Comparative studies regarding the educational systems with 
perfect equality, for example the Nordic Model of Education as found in the Northern 
Europe, could be also conducted to examine the feasibility of implementing their 
systems into the Hong Kong scenario. 
CONCLUSIONS 
To conclude, “… the main purposes of mass education, as expressed by those who 
campaigned on its behalf, were neither to enhance social mobility nor flatten the income 
distribution… Any egalitarian consequences were serendipitous.” (Peterson and 
Woessmann 2007:3). With reference to the findings of the current research, education 
does not seem to be a solution to social inequality; instead, the issue of education has 
further intensified the problem of social inequality. The quotation “Knowledge as 
power” as raised by Sir Francis Bacon, regarding the empowerment of academic 
knowledge towards an individual, is no longer applicable in current society. Even if the 
research findings suggest there was more than 50% of Hong Kong people perceived 
that higher educational attainment would lead to upward social mobility in Hong Kong; 
there was still more than 50% of Hong Kong people perceived that there was the 
presence of educational inequality in Hong Kong. The issue of educational inequality 
can be explained by the effect of family background, as well as the hierarchy between 
different levels of educational attainments and education institutions. Furthermore, the 
research findings summarised that the perception and the reality regarding the issues of 
educational inequality and social mobility were generally consistent with each other. In 
response to the research hypotheses as proposed at the earlier stage, it can be concluded 
that both Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 are true, while Hypothesis 3 is false.  
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Still, the current research provided an overview regarding the how people perceived the 
issues of equal opportunity at the higher education sector in Hong Kong. The 
perceptions as presented by the survey respondents also presented the limitations of the 
current education system in solving the issue of educational inequality and promoting 
social mobility. The study of social inequality is complex, and interconnected between 
different stakeholders of the society. Still, it is an ideal goal that Hong Kong society 
could achieve higher levels of social equality, which people could enjoy equal access 
to educational opportunities, and the chances for upward social mobility can be ensured.  
The research project provides insights on how members of the public perceive the issue 
of educational inequality and social mobility, which could act as the directions of 
solving social inequality in the long run. The research findings also provide a room of 
discussion regarding how public opinion regarding the issues of educational inequality 
and social mobility can influence the people’s political participation, in terms of 
shaping democracy for the future society. 
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APPENDIX 
Appendix 1 – Questionnaire Instrument for Opinion Survey. 
Part 1 – Informed Consent 
Thesis Project Title: Is Education a Solution to Inequality? A Comparison on How 
People Perceive Educational Inequality and Social Mobility in Hong Kong 
Description: You are invited to participate in this survey, which the major focus of the 
survey is to investigate the overall opinion towards educational inequality and social 
mobility in Hong Kong. The survey would take approximately 10 minutes to complete. 
Requirement: You must be a Hong Kong permanent resident, and at least 18 years 
old, in order to participate in this survey. The language used in the survey will be in 
English. 
Your Rights as a Respondent: If you have read this consent and have agreed to 
participate in this survey, please notice that your participation is fully voluntary and you 
have the right to withdraw from the survey anytime without penalty. Please be assured 
that all the information you provided in this survey will be treated with highest 
confidentiality, which your individual privacy will be maintained in all published and 
written data resulting from the study. 
Project Developer: Szeto Wing Tung Emily, final year undergraduate majoring Social 
and Public Policy Studies at Faculty of Social Sciences, Lingnan University, Hong 
Kong (Email: wingtungszeto@ln.hk). This Thesis Project is supervised by Prof. Esra 
Burak Ho, Assistant Professor at Department of Sociology and Social Policy, Faculty 
of Social Sciences, Lingnan University, Hong Kong. 
Please click ( >> ) to begin the survey. 
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Part 2 – Introduction of Survey 
Q1 Which of the following is your most aware social issue in Hong Kong? 
[Randomised] 
 Science & Technology 
 Internationalization 
 Education 
 Family Solidarity 
 Health 
 Personal Safety 
 Economic 
 Environmental Quality 
 Crime & Public Safety 
 Art & Entertainment 
 Sports & Recreation 
 Political Participation 
 Civil Society 
 Housing 
 Others: ____________________ 
Source: The Hong Kong Council of Social Service (2014), Hong Kong Social Development Index 2014 
Press Release 
 
Q2 You mentioned ${q://QID50/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoicesTextEntry} is your most 
aware social issue in Hong Kong. In your opinion, what is the most favourable way to 
improve the current issue? 
______________________________ 
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Please read the following categorization before answering the questions regarding 
educational attainment: 
 Primary and below 
 Lower Secondary (including Secondary 1 - 3) 
 Upper Secondary (including Secondary 4 - 7 or equivalent in all schools, Project 
Yi Jin and craft level) 
 Post-secondary - Diploma/Certificate (including Certificate and Diploma level 
courses in local or non-local institutions) 
 Post-secondary - Sub-degree course (including Higher Certificate, Higher 
Diploma, Professional Diploma, Associate Degree, Pre-Associate Degree, 
Endorsement Certificate, Associateship or equivalent courses and other non-
degree level courses in local or non-local Institutions)   
 Post-secondary – Degree 
 Masters or above 
Source: PSEHK 2012 – Q7 
Q3 What is the highest level of education you have attained/ will be recently attained? 
 Primary and below 
 Lower secondary 
 Upper secondary 
 Post-secondary - Diploma/Certificate 
 Post-secondary - Sub-degree course 
 Post-secondary - Degree 
 Masters or above 
 
























Father                 
Mother                 
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Part 3 – Attitudes toward Educational Inequality 
Q5 What is your opinion about the state of education (for example issues of quality, 
access, effectiveness) in Hong Kong nowadays? 
______ State of Education [1 Extremely bad – 5 Extremely good] 
Source: Fladmoe (2012), The Nature of Public Opinion on Education in Norway, Sweden and Finland – 
Measuring the Degree of Political Polarization at the Mass Level: Appendix 1 – Survey Questions// ESS8 
– Source Questionnaire: B31 
 
Q6 How much confidence do you have in schools and the educational system? 
______ Level of Confidence [1 No confidence at all – 5 Complete confidence] 
Source: Fladmoe (2012), The Nature of Public Opinion on Education in Norway, Sweden and Finland – 
Measuring the Degree of Political Polarization at the Mass Level: Appendix 1 – Survey Questions// ISSP 
 
Q7 Please rank the following UGC-funded universities in Hong Kong according to their 
reputations. [Randomised] 
______ The University of Hong Kong 
______ The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
______ The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
______ City University of Hong Kong 
______ The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
______ Hong Kong Baptist University 
______ Lingnan University 
______ The Education University of Hong Kong 
 
Q8 Do you agree or disagree that there is a clear hierarchy among the above UGC-
funded/ public universities in Hong Kong? 
 Strongly agree 
 Somewhat agree 
 Neither agree nor disagree 
 Somewhat disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
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Q9 Do you agree or disagree that there is a clear hierarchy among the post-
secondary educational institutions in Hong Kong?   
Post-secondary education includes certificate and diploma level courses, sub-
degree courses, degree level courses, and professional degree level courses, 
provided in in local or non-local institutions. Source: PSEHK 2012 – Q7 
 Strongly agree 
 Somewhat agree 
 Neither agree nor disagree 
 Somewhat disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
 
Q10 Compared to 10 years ago, would you say getting a university education today is 
more important, less important, or about the same as it was 10 years ago? 
 More important 
 Less important 
 About the same 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q2 
 
Q11 In your view, has getting a university education become more difficult than it was 
10 years ago, less difficult than it was 10 years ago, or is it about as difficult as it was 
10 years ago? 
 More difficult 
 Less difficult 
 About as difficult 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q7 
 
Q12 In your view, is it possible for Hong Kong to reach a point where too many people 
have a university degree, or is this one area where there can never be too much of a 
good thing? 
 It is possible to reach a point 
 Can never be too much 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q3 
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Q13 Do you think that a university education is necessary for a person to be successful 
in today’s work world, or do you think that there are many ways to succeed in today’s 
work world without a university education? 
 University education is necessary 
 Many ways to succeed without a university education 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q4 
 
Q14 Which statement comes closer to your own views: 
 Secondary school graduates should go on to university because in the long run 
they’ll have better job prospects 
 Secondary school graduates should take any decent job offer they get because 
there are so many unemployed people already 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q5 
 
Q15 Thinking about what you or your family are paying (paid) for your university 
education, do you think that university is a good investment, or is not a good 
investment? 
 A good investment 
 Not a good investment 
Source: Pew Social & Demographic Trends – March 2011 Higher Education Survey (Final General Public 
Topline for Selected Questions): Q18 
 
Q16 Do you believe that currently, in Hong Kong, the vast majority of people who are 
qualified to go to university have the opportunity to do so, or do you think there are 
many people who are qualified to go but don’t have the opportunity to do so? 
 Vast majority have the opportunity 
 There are many people who don’t have the opportunity 
Source: Public Agenda – Public Attitudes on Higher Education: Q6 
 
Q17 Do you think this is a good thing for our society, a bad thing for our society, or 
doesn’t it make much difference? 
 Good thing 
 Bad thing 
 Does not make much difference 
Modified from Pew Social & Demographic Trends – March 2011 Higher Education Survey (Final General 
Public Topline for Selected Questions): G1 & G2 
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Q18 Please indicate your agreement or disagreement towards the following 
statements: [1 Strongly disagree – 5 Strongly agree] 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, students from the best secondary schools have a good 
chance to obtain a university education. 
Source: ISSP 2009 Social Inequality IV: Q2b 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, people have the same chances to enter university, 
regardless of their gender, ethnicity or social background. 
Source: ISSP 2009 Social Inequality IV: Q2d 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, university costs in general are such that most people 
are able to afford to pay for a university education. 
Source: Pew Social & Demographic Trends – March 2011 Higher Education Survey (Final General 
Public Topline for Selected Questions): Q14 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, education is the best way to achieve social mobility. 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, if education is more equally distributed, we would have 
fewer problems in society. 
 In Hong Kong nowadays, the issue of educational inequality is mainly caused by 
the educational system, rather than personal effort. 
 
Q19 Is it just or unjust – right or wrong – that the current educational system in Hong 
Kong can support the future development of society? 
 Very just, definitely right 
 Somewhat just, right 
 Neither just nor unjust, mixed feelings 
 Somewhat unjust, wrong 
 Very unjust, definitely wrong 
Modified from ISSP 2009 Social Inequality IV 
 
Q20 Which comes closer to your view, even if neither is exactly right. The main purpose 
of university should be… 
 To help an individual grow personally and intellectually 
 To teach specific skills and knowledge that can be used in the workplace 
 Both equally 
Source: Pew Social & Demographic Trends – March 2011 Higher Education Survey (Final General Public 
Topline for Selected Questions): Q20 
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Part 4 – Demographic Information 




Q22 Your age: 
 Below 18 
 18 - 24 
 25 - 34 
 35 - 44 
 45 - 54 
 55 - 64 
 65 - 74 
 75 - 84 
 85 or older 
 
Q23 Please indicate your monthly household income (before tax): 
 Less than HK$10,000 
 HK$10,000 - HK$19,999 
 HK$20,000 - HK$29,999 
 HK$30,000 - HK$39,999 
 HK$40,000 - HK$49,999 
 HK$50,000 - HK$59,999 
 HK$60,000 - HK$69,999 
 HK$70,000 - HK$79,999 
 HK$80,000 - HK$89,999 
 HK$90,000 - HK$99,999 
 HK$100,000 - HK$149,999 
 More than HK$150,000 
 Prefer not to say 
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Q24 If you were asked to use one of these commonly used names for the social 
classes, which would you say you belong in? 
 Upper class 
 Upper-middle class 
 Middle class 
 Lower-middle class 
 Lower class 
Source: Pew Social & Demographic Trends – March 2011 Higher Education Survey (Final General Public 
Topline for Selected Questions): Q5 
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Appendix 2 – Results of Opinion Survey. 
Q1 - Which of the following is your most aware social issue in Hong Kong? 
 % Count 
Science & Technology 0.00% 0 
Internationalization 0.00% 0 
Education 11.59% 8 
Family Solidarity 0.00% 0 
Health 5.80% 4 
Personal Safety 2.90% 2 
Economic 2.90% 2 
Environmental Quality 5.80% 4 
Crime & Public Safety 7.25% 5 
Art & Entertainment 1.45% 1 
Sports & Recreation 0.00% 0 
Political Participation 20.29% 14 
Civil Society 2.90% 2 
Housing 37.68% 26 
Others: 1.45% 1 
Total 100% 69 
Note: Others include “Mental Health” (1).  
Q2 - You mentioned [QID50-ChoiceGroup-SelectedChoicesTextEntry] is your 
most aware social issue in Hong Kong. In your opinion, what is the most 
favourable way to improve the current issue? 
Education: 
 Alter the examination system 
 Government policies 
 Referencing to education in Iceland 
 Improve the education policy 
 Society should stress less on students' academic results 
 Raising social awareness 
 Reform the education system 
Is Education a Solution to Inequality? SZETO Wing Tung 
Page 65 
 Reduce students come from Mainland China. Have regulation to restrict the 
kindergartens and primary school to not give too much homework to the students 
Healthcare: 
 Increase subsidy from government 
 Welfare, universal retirement protection scheme 
 More resources allocated to health sector 
 Free health services for all 
Personal Safety: 
 Effort of the government 
 To maintain the public order or to stabilize 
Economic: 
 To develop more diversified industries to lower the risk of affected by external 
environment factors 
 Employment rate 
Environmental Quality: 
 Collaborate with Chinese Central government to enhance environmental protection 
implementation 
 It is time for us to stop concerning economic development and care more about 
environment, so the most favourable way to improve is to change the knowledge 
of the public. 
 Reduce the number of cars by government policy 
 Allocate more resources into environmental protection 
Crime & Public Safety: 
 More resources on disciplined services 
 Improve law policy and professionalism of law enforcement officers 
 Police force 
 People should pay more attention 
 Be independent 
Art & Entertainment: 
 More subsidies 
Political Participation: 
 Cancel functional constituency 
 Democracy 
 Better government administration 
 Fair CE election 
 Voting and more rational discussion 
 Internet 
 Increase political participation 
 Universal vote 
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 Universal suffrage 
 Universal suffrage 
 Raise the public awareness of the political issues 
 No perfect solution 
 Election 
 Better government for the next few years who listen to hk residents' opinion 
Civil Society: 
 Chief executive nominated by public 
 Improve policy 
Housing: 
 Lower the housing price; correct the distorted market mechanism 
 Stop outsiders buying houses in HK 
 Money 
 Increase housing supply 
 Increase the number supply 
 Develop more subsidized housing 
 Improve supply 
 More cheap public housing 
 Increase subsidy from govnt 
 Government policies 
 Law enforcement on Forbidding non-local entities investing on lands, real estates 
 Suppress the price of private housing 
 From gov policy 
 Build more public houses 
 Financial support from the government 
 Introduce new policies to try to lower the housing price 
 Government should build more cheaper houses 
 Redistribution of land 
 Build more public housing to decrease the time needed to be offered a flat 
 For more affordable housing 
 Build more houses 
 Lower the housing price to a reasonable level 
 壓低樓價 
 Public housing 
 More supply 
 Expansion of land and the reduction of the cost 
Others: 
 Raising awareness 
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Q3 - What is the highest level of education you have attained/ will be recently 
attained? 
 % Count 
Primary and below 0.00% 0 
Lower secondary 0.00% 0 
Upper secondary 1.45% 1 
Post-secondary - Diploma/Certificate 4.35% 3 
Post-secondary - Sub-degree course 0.00% 0 
Post-secondary - Degree 89.86% 62 
Masters or above 4.35% 3 
Total 100% 69 
 

























24.64% 20.29% 34.78% 8.70% 2.90% 5.80% 2.90% 
69 
17 14 24 6 2 4 2 
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Mother 
23.53% 25.00% 39.71% 2.94% 1.47% 4.41% 2.94% 
68 
16 17 27 2 1 3 2 
 
Q5 - What is your opinion about the state of education (for example issues of 
quality, access, effectiveness) in Hong Kong nowadays? 
 Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance 
State of Education 1.00 4.00 2.81 0.80 0.65 
 
Q6 - How much confidence do you have in schools and the educational 
system? 
 Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance 
Level of Confidence 1.00 4.00 2.67 0.79 0.63 
 
Q7 - Please rank the following UGC-funded universities in Hong Kong 
according to their reputations. 
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Q8 - Do you agree or disagree that there is a clear hierarchy among the above 
UGC-funded/ public universities in Hong Kong? 
 % Count 
Strongly agree 23.19% 16 
Somewhat agree 65.22% 45 
Neither agree nor disagree 8.70% 6 
Somewhat disagree 1.45% 1 
Strongly disagree 1.45% 1 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q9 - Do you agree or disagree that there is a clear hierarchy among the post-
secondary educational institutions in Hong Kong? 
 % Count 
Strongly agree 21.74% 15 
Somewhat agree 44.93% 31 
Neither agree nor disagree 18.84% 13 
Somewhat disagree 13.04% 9 
Strongly disagree 1.45% 1 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q10 - Compared to 10 years ago, would you say getting a university education 
today is more important, less important, or about the same as it was 10 years 
ago? 
 % Count 
More important 55.07% 38 
Less important 28.99% 20 
About the same 15.94% 11 
Total 100% 69 
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Q11 - In your view, has getting a university education become more difficult 
than it was 10 years ago, less difficult than it was 10 years ago, or is it about as 
difficult as it was 10 years ago? 
 % Count 
More difficult 11.59% 8 
Less difficult 81.16% 56 
About as difficult 7.25% 5 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q12 - In your view, is it possible for Hong Kong to reach a point where too many 
people have a university degree, or is this one area where there can never be 
too much of a good thing? 
 % Count 
It is possible to reach a point 57.97% 40 
Can never be too much 42.03% 29 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q13 - Do you think that a university education is necessary for a person to be 
successful in today's work world, or do you think that there are many ways to 
succeed in today's work world without a university education? 
 % Count 
University education is necessary 34.78% 24 
Many ways to succeed without a university education 65.22% 45 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q14 - Which statement comes closer to your own views: 
 % Count 
Secondary school graduates should go on to university because in 
the long run they'll have better job prospects 
86.96% 60 
Secondary school graduates should take any decent job offer they 
get because there are so many unemployed people already 
13.04% 9 
Total 100% 69 
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Q15 - Thinking about what you or your family are paying (paid) for your 
university education, do you think that university is a good investment, or is not 
a good investment? 
 % Count 
A good investment 75.36% 52 
Not a good investment 24.64% 17 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q16 - Do you believe that currently, in Hong Kong, the vast majority of people 
who are qualified to go to university have the opportunity to do so, or do you 
think there are many people who are qualified to go but don't have the 
opportunity to do so? 
 % Count 
Vast majority have the opportunity 52.17% 36 
There are many people who don't have the opportunity 47.83% 33 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q17 - Do you think this is a good thing for our society, a bad thing for our 
society, or doesn't it make much difference? 
 % Count 
Good thing 28.99% 20 
Bad thing 34.78% 24 
Does not make much difference 36.23% 25 
Total 100% 69 
 













In Hong Kong nowadays, students 
from the best secondary schools 
have a good chance to obtain a 
university education. 
14.49% 13.04% 11.59% 33.33% 27.54% 
10 9 8 23 19 
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In Hong Kong nowadays, people 
have the same chances to enter 
university, regardless of their 
gender, ethnicity or social 
background. 
14.49% 39.13% 20.29% 14.49% 11.59% 
10 27 14 10 8 
In Hong Kong nowadays, university 
costs in general are such that most 
people are able to afford to pay for 
a university education. 
11.59% 42.03% 14.49% 30.43% 1.45% 
8 29 10 21 1 
In Hong Kong nowadays, 
education is the best way to 
achieve social mobility. 
2.90% 24.64% 27.54% 37.68% 7.25% 
2 17 19 26 5 
In Hong Kong nowadays, if 
education is more equally 
distributed, we would have fewer 
problems in society. 
1.45% 21.74% 43.48% 30.43% 2.90% 
1 15 30 21 2 
In Hong Kong nowadays, the issue 
of educational inequality is mainly 
caused by the educational system, 
rather than personal effort. 
4.35% 21.74% 33.33% 36.23% 4.35% 
3 15 23 25 3 
 
Q19 - Is it just or unjust – right or wrong – that the current educational system 
in Hong Kong can support the future development of society? 
 % Count 
Very just, definitely right 2.90% 2 
Somewhat just, right 23.19% 16 
Neither just nor unjust, mixed feelings 34.78% 24 
Somewhat unjust, wrong 30.43% 21 
Very unjust, definitely wrong 8.70% 6 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q20 - Which comes closer to your view, even if neither is exactly right. The main 
purpose of university should be… 
 % Count 
To help an individual grow personally and intellectually 37.68% 26 
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To teach specific skills and knowledge that can be used in the 
workplace 
4.35% 3 
Both equally 57.97% 40 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q21 - Your sex: 
 % Count 
Male 14.49% 10 
Female 85.51% 59 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q22 - Your age: 
 % Count 
Below 18 0.00% 0 
18 - 24 95.65% 66 
25 - 34 2.90% 2 
35 - 44 0.00% 0 
45 - 54 0.00% 0 
55 - 64 1.45% 1 
65 - 74 0.00% 0 
75 - 84 0.00% 0 
85 or older 0.00% 0 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q23 - Please indicate your monthly household income (before tax): 
 % Count 
Less than HK$10,000 27.54% 19 
HK$10,000 - HK$19,999 17.39% 12 
HK$20,000 - HK$29,999 15.94% 11 
HK$30,000 - HK$39,999 10.14% 7 
HK$40,000 - HK$49,999 10.14% 7 
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HK$50,000 - HK$59,999 1.45% 1 
HK$60,000 - HK$69,999 1.45% 1 
HK$70,000 - HK$79,999 1.45% 1 
HK$80,000 - HK$89,999 0.00% 0 
HK$90,000 - HK$99,999 0.00% 0 
HK$100,000 - HK$149,999 0.00% 0 
More than HK$150,000 0.00% 0 
Prefer not to say 14.49% 10 
Total 100% 69 
 
Q24 - If you were asked to use one of these commonly used names for the social 
classes, which would you say you belong in? 
 % Count 
Upper class 0.00% 0 
Upper-middle class 2.90% 2 
Middle class 20.29% 14 
Lower-middle class 52.17% 36 
Lower class 24.64% 17 
Total 100% 69 
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Results from YouGov Survey Database (n = 1000): 
Q16 Do you believe that currently, in Hong Kong, the vast majority of people who are 
qualified to go to university have the opportunity to do so, or do you think there are 
many people who are qualified to go but don’t have the opportunity to do so? 
 Vast majority have the opportunity 
 There are many people who don’t have the opportunity 
 Both equally 
 






 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid Vast majority have the 
opportunity 
434 43.4 43.4 43.4 
There are many people who 
don’t have the opportunity 
291 29.1 29.1 72.5 
Both equally 275 27.5 27.5 100.0 
Total 1000 100.0 100.0  
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26.7% 50.5% 23.1% 33.7% 30.5% 27.6% 17.2% 29.2% 
Both 
equally 





26.7% 30.3% 34.3% 27.6% 20.8% 15.3% 17.2% 27.6% 





100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Results from the opinion survey (n = 69): 
 



































100.0% 33.3% 45.2% 100.0% 47.8% 
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Count 1 4 22 9 36 
% within Social 
Class 
50.0% 28.6% 61.1% 52.9% 52.2% 
There are many 
people who 
don’t have the 
opportunity 
Count 1 10 14 8 33 
% within Social 
Class 50.0% 71.4% 38.9% 47.1% 47.8% 
Total Count 2 14 36 17 69 
% within Social 
Class 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Appendix 3 – Official Figures Regarding Educational Inequality and Social Mobility. 
Table 1 – University enrollment rates based on household income categorization, years 
1991 and 2011 










Enrolment in university 
degree programmes 
8.0% 9.3% 13.0% 48.2% 
Enrolment in post-
secondary programmes 
16.0% 16.4% 30.0% 23.6% 
Neither in full-time 
education nor 
employment 
20.8% 9.1% 19.2% 7.7% 
Notes: 
1. The poverty line used in the study is half of the median household income. 
2. Enrolment in university degree programmes included all local and overseas bachelor degree 
programmes and above. 
3. Enrolment in post-secondary programmes includes all certificate, diploma, associate degree and 
sub-degree programmes. 
 
Source: The Hong Kong Institute of Education. 2013. Disparity in Higher Education Attainment is 
widening between Rich and Poor. 
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Primary or Below 4.33% 58.50% 16.87% 20.30% 
Secondary 0.45% 41.82% 18.99% 38.73% 
Post- Secondary 1.33% 23.73% 23.43% 51.41% 











Primary or Below 4.60% 54.27% 19.36% 21.77% 
Secondary 1.09% 33.93% 24.83% 40.15% 
Post- Secondary 0.00% 31.06% 18.53% 50.42% 











Primary or Below 3.92% 55.17% 17.99% 22.92% 
Secondary 0.84% 41.63% 15.72% 41.81% 
Post- Secondary 0.00% 19.15% 23.21% 57.64% 











Primary or Below 3.79% 53.28% 19.31% 23.61% 
Secondary 0.68% 32.74% 22.85% 43.73% 
Post- Secondary 0.00% 14.82% 25.79% 59.39% 
Degree or Above 0.00% 14.23% 6.99% 78.77% 
Source: Vere, James P. 2010. Special Topic Enquiry on Earnings Mobility: Table 9.1. 
Note: Highlighted figures represent the highest row percentage of parent/children educational attainment. 
Table 3 – Median Monthly Wage Analysed by Educational Attainment, May – June 
2016 
By educational attainment 
Median monthly wage 
(HK$) 
Primary and below 11,000 (+3.8%) 
Secondary 1 to 3 12,800 (+4.3%) 
Secondary 4 to 7 15,400 (+4.0%) 
Tertiary education 25,600 (+3.1%) 
Source: Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. 2010. Table 
E012: Median Monthly Wage Analysed by Sex, Age Group, Educational Attainment, Occupational 
Group and Industry Section, May – June 2016. 
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Table 4 – Statistics related to Financial Assistance Scheme for Post-secondary 
Students (FASP) 
Academic year 2014/15 2015/16 
2016/17 
(as at 31.3.2017) 
Number of Eligible Students 
Sub-degree students 39 689 38 007 37 647 
Degree/Top-up 
degree students 
37 457 39 974 38 198 
Total 77 146 77 981 75 845 
Number of Applicants 
With assistance paid 23 002 22 106 19 733 
With grant paid 22 980 22 083 19 719 
With loan offered 22 752 21 867 19 637 
With loan paid 6 076 5 081 3 947 
Average Amount Paid 
Assistance $56 800 $58 184 $59 855 
Grant $48 133 $50 088 $52 054 
Loan $32 986 $35 446 $39 190 
Total Amount of 
Grant paid $1,106.09m $1,106.10m $1 026.45m 
Loan offered $765.40m $774.20m $769.78m 
Loan paid $200.42m $180.10m $154.68m 
Source: Student Finance Office, Working Family and Student Financial Assistance Agency, Hong 
Kong Special Administrative Region. 2017. Financial Assistance Scheme for Post-secondary Students 
(FASP): Statistics 
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Figure 5 – Average Real Earnings by Cohort and Degree Level 
Source: Economic Analysis and Business Facilitation Unit, Financial Secretary’s Office. 2016. 2015 
Study on Earnings Mobility – Appendix H: Real Earnings of 2001/02 and 2006/07 Graduates 
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Figure 6 – Average Quarterly Vacancies 
Source: Economic Analysis and Business Facilitation Unit, Financial Secretary’s Office. 2016. 2015 
Study on Earnings Mobility – Main Text: Chart 6 
 
Table 7 – Unemployed persons by educational attainment 
Educational 
attainment 
Jan – Mar 2016 Dec 2016 – Feb 2017 
Jan - Mar 2017 
(Provisional 
figures) 
'000 Rate '000 Rate '000 Rate 
Primary and 
below 
11.4 [3.3] 10.3 [2.9] 11.2 [3.2] 
Secondary 72.3 [3.5] 66.8 [3.3] 69.5 [3.4] 
Post-secondary –
diploma/certificate 
4.1 [3.4] 4.5 [3.8] 4.6 [4.0] 
Post-secondary - 
sub-degree 
10.2 [4.8] 9.0 [4.0] 9.4 [4.3] 
Post-secondary - 
degree 
33.1 [2.8] 28.7 [2.4] 30.2 [2.5] 
Overall 131.1 [3.3] 119.4 [3.0] 125.0 [3.2] 
Note: Persons with educational attainment at secondary level refer to those with Secondary 1 to 
Secondary 7 education or equivalent level. 
 
Source: Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. 2017. General 
Household Survey - Detailed Statistical Tables on Labour Force, Employment, Unemployment and 
Underemployment: Table 3 - Unemployed Persons by Educational Attainment and Sex. 
